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"WHAT  MAKES  CHRISTIAN  SOCIAL  ACTION  DIFFERENT?' 


Turbulent  periods  of  history  have  a  disturbing  way 
of  putting  men  and  institutions  on  the  spot.    They  demand 
involvement  and  decision.    They  smoke  us  out  of  our  sanc- 
tuaries, compel  us  to  take  sides,  disengage  us  from  routine 
and  deny  us  the  luxury  of  a  long  look.    Will  you  or  won't 
you?   Yes  or  No?    Where  do  you  stand?    These  are  the 
questions  that  press  for  answer  when  the  tide  rolls  in  and 
angry  waters  lap  at  the  walls  of  our  castles  in  the  sand. 
We  live  in  such  a  period  now  and  for  the  church  it  is  an 
anxious  and  trying  time.    And  yet,  withal,  a  time  of  promise. 

Believing  that  Jesus  Christ  is  the  Lord  of  history, 
churches  and  churchmen  have  plunged  into  a  variety  of  po- 
litical and  social  issues.    In  some  cases  they  have  main- 
tained a  distinct  Christian  identity.    In  most  instances  they 
have  joined  with  others  of  like  mind  in  quest  of  a  common 
goal.    And  this  is  as  it  should  be.    D.   L.  Munby  is  quoted 
with  ajpproval  by  Leslie  Newbigin  when  he  says,  "The  secu- 
lar world  has  its  limited  aims,  and  God  respects  these. 
There  are  no  other  alternative  aims  for  Christians  in  their 
everyday  life.    But  Christians,  believing  in  God,  can  see 
these  aims  as  limited,  precisely  because  they  look  for 
ultimate  satisfaction  to  God  alone."  1 

But  whether  we  work  apart  or  in  connection  with 
others  to  make  our  witness  in  the  field  of  social  action,   it 
is  important  to  ask  "What  Makes  Christian  Social  Action 
Different?"     Is  there  a  plus  that  we  bring  to  such  activity? 
"What  do  ye  more  than  others?"  was  Jesus'  question  to  his 
disciples.    It  may  be  his  question  to  us  today. 


Ideally,  Christians  ought  to  bring  to  social  action  a 
unique  perspective.    Our  concerns  should  never  be  restric- 
ted to  the  few  issues  of  the  day  that  have  captured  the  public 
imagination.    The  modern  missionary  movement  -  so  much 
maligned  by  contemporary  crusaders,  at  least  had  the  merit 


of  expressing  the  compassion  of  Jesus  Christ  on  a  wide 
variety  of  fronts  and  in  a  variety  of  ways:    education,  agri- 
culture, medicine,  literacy,  publications ,  co-ops,  orphan- 
ages, refugee  care,  clothing,  to  mention  some,    The  one 
cause  man  in  our  society,  with  all  due  respect  for  his  ardor, 
must  not  be  allowed  to  intimidate  us  or  de-catholicize  our 
passion. 

One  of  the  things  I  enjoy  doing  when  I  have  a  bit  of 
time  in  our  city  is  to  drop  in  on  a  radio  store  downtown., 
I  find  the  window  displays  almost  irresistible;  short  wave, 
regular  wave,  AM,  FM,  they  are  all  there.    Occasionally 
you  will  see  someone  come  in  to  purchase,  let's  say,  a 
portable  radio,     He  asks  the  clerk  if  he  might  try  it„    The 
man  gives  it  to  hiiru    He  flips  it  on  and  the  station  comes 
in  with  great  force.    This  radio  sells  for  $9,95,    A  few 
minutes  later  he  picks  one  up  that  sells  for  $49,  95,  turns 
it  on  and  finds  that  the  station  is  rather  weak  and  crackly. 
He  is  tempted  to  conclude  that  the  first  radio  is  the  better 
of  the  two,    What  he  doesn't  know  is  that  the  first  radio  is 
bringing  in  a  station  whose  transmitter  is  just  ten  blocks 
away,  while  the  other  one  is  bringing  in  a  station  from 
Hartford,   Connecticut!     I  am  suggesting  that  across  the 
years,  making  ail  due  allowances  for  ghastly  missionary 
miscalculations,  the  Christian  church  has  sought  to  pick  up 
signals  on  a  wider  band  of  need  than  the  one  cause  specialist0 

The  one  cause  man  can  always  embarrass  us.    He 
can  come  from  a  denominational  board  of  religious  education 
to  speak  to  the  assembled  teachers  of  a  given  church,  ask 
"What  have  you  done  Lately  for  the  cradle  role?"  and  make 
his  listeners  cringe.    Carrying  only  this  portfolio  he  can 
shame  an  entire  faculty  with  his  knowledge  and  concern,    A 
Ireshman  who  had  just  discovered  civil  rights  at  Ann  Arbor 
came  bursting  into  my  study  to  ask  whether  I  would  be  at  his 
rally  that  night  at  ten,    I  told  him  I  couldn't  be.    Immediately 
he  expressed  grave  doubt  about  my  passion.    To  restore 
some  balance  in  the  conversation  I  asked  him  what  he  had 
done  for  the  orphans  in  Hong  Kong  lately.    Why  not?    God's 
love  goes  out  in  equal  measure  to  all  men,  and  God  wills 
that  all  men,  wherever  they  might  be,  should  be  delivered 
from  whatever  it  is  that  holds  them  down, 
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This  then  is  to  express  concern  about  the  zealots  in 
our  midst  -  whether  in  society  at  large  or  in  the  church, 
who  set  up  arbitrary  tests  of  relevance    This  is  the  issue 
and  this  is  the  way  to  do  it,  without  allowing  that  others 
might  feel  strongly  about  another  issue  or  another  way  of 
doing  the  same  thing0    Jesus  had  a  methodological  funda- 
mentalist in  his  group  by  the  name  of  John  who  came  run- 
ning to  him  sayings    "Teacher,  we  saw  a  man  casting  out 
demons  in  your  name,  and  we  forbade  him  because  he  was 
not  following  us.     But  Jesus  said,  do  not  forbid  him,  for  no 
one  who  does  a  mighty  work  in  my  name  will  be  able  soon 
after  to  speak  evil  of  me,    For  he  that  is  not  against  us  is 
for  us."    (John  9:38-40) 

I  remind  you  that  Jacques  Eilul  insists  that  most  of 
our  social  passion  is  quite  subjective  and  highly  selective. 
Christians  are  forever  jumping  on  the  band  wagon  of  that 
which  is  popular,,    Eilul  argues  that  we  ought  to  be  going 
after  injustices  that  few  others  are  sensitive  to.     He  goes 
so  far  as  to  suggest  that  when  a  cause  gets  popular  it's 
time  for  us  to  leave  it  in  the  hands  of  others  and  move  on. 

In  one  of  the  first  women's  suffrage  parades  in  New 
York  it  is  said  that  89  brave  men  dared  to  march.    After 
women's  suffrage  had  been  adopted,  another  parade  was 
held  in  celebration.    The  original  small  group  of  men  was 
invited  to  march  in  one  section,,    On  the  day  of  the  festivi- 
ties  all  520  of  the  original  89  appeared. 

Let's  not  take  ourselves  so  seriously  as  to  feel  that 
we  have  the  only  leads  on  what  needs  to  be  done  or  the  pri- 
mary knowledge  as  to  how  best  the  goal  should  be  attained. 
Within  the  kingdom  of  God  there  is  a  variety  of  dispositions 
and  sensitivities. 


Let  me  move  on  to  suggest  that  Christian  social  ac- 
tion is  unique  in  that  its  ultimate  aim  is  reconciliation. 
Surely  it  must  be  acknowledged  that  precious  few  reforms 
ever  effected  in  our  world  were  won  without  conflict  of  one 
sort  or  another  —  confrontations,  showdowns,  divisions, 
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polarizations.    Though  the  Christian  man  may  have  to  go 
this  route,  as  I  believe  he  does  at  present  on  many  contem- 
porary issues,  always  for  him  this  will  be  an  interim  tat  tic. 
For  he  believes  in  the  marrow  of  his  being  that  God  wills  to 
reconcile  all  things  to  Himself  in  heaven  and  on  earth  in 
Jesus  Christ0     However  impassioned  he  may  be  as  he  signs 
petitionsorvvrit.es  his  senator  or  marches  on  Washington, 
he  will  have  room  in  his  heart  and  prayers  for  both  sides  of 
'he  struggle;     For  the  slumlord  as  well  as  the  tenant,   for  the 
hawk  as  well  as  the  dove,  for  the  corporation  executive  as 
well  as  the  worker*   for  the  university  trustee  as  well  as  the 
student,   for  the  pusher  as  well  as  the  addict. 


Final  I  v    the  Christian  ought  to  be  able  to  bring  to 
social  action  the  quality  of  perseverance.    Social  passion 
has  a  short  Life  expectancy.    ]t  claims  us  in  our  youth  in  a 
big  way,   then  genUy  fades  away«    And  how  it  claims  us,   es- 
pecially in  our  university  years  !    The  university  freshman 
from  a  Republican  home  will  usually  have  become  a  Demo- 
crat by  the  time  Thanksgiving  comes. 

One  is  not  selling  short  the  considerable  vision  and 
grasp  of  reality  that  is  present  on  the  various  campuses  of 
our  country  on  such  issues  as  war  and  peace,  poverty  and 
wealth  and  new  priorities.    Jf  is  a  sobering  thought ,  how- 
ever,  to  ask  one's  self  where  these  students  will  be  ten 
years  hence,     Chances  are  that  by  1980  they  will  have  been 
absorbed  into  the  system  and  grown  comfortable  with  its 
benefits.     There  aren't  many  old  liberals  in  the  world. 
Bertrand  Russell  was  a  glittering  exception.     Every  so 
often  we  stumble  on  one  who  is  independently  wealthy     or 
one  who  has  manned  his  post  for  years  behind  the  barricades 
of  academic  tenure.     But  for  most,   the  passion  seems  to 
spend  itself  before  the  job  is  done0     Leopold  Tyrmand  writ  - 
ing  in  "The  New  Yorker"  said,   "Though  nothing  keeps  us 
from  pursuing  what  we  consider  right  and  fighting  against 
what  we  see  as  wrong,  the  task  does  become  boring  after 
thirty-five."  2 

The  pressures  are  hard  to  live  with.     Josiah  Holland 
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once  observed  that  "Every  man  who  strikes  blows  for  power , 
for  influences  for  institutions,  for  the  right,  must  be  just 
as  good  an  anvil  as  he  is  a  hammer."    At  times  the  seeming 
futility  of  what  we  do  causes  us  to  pull  back,    1  was  struck 
the  other  day  by  Leonard  Woolf's  view  of  his  life's  work, 
"I  see  clearly,"  he  said,  "that  I  have  achieved  practically 
nothingo    The  world  today  and  the  history  of  the  human  ant- 
hill during  the  past  57  years  would  be  exactly  the  same  as 
it  is  if  I  had  played  ping  pong  instead  of  sitting  on  commit- 
tees and  writing  books  and  memoranda.    I  have  therefore 
to  make  the  rather  ignominious  confession  that  I  must  have 
in  a  long  life  ground  through  between  150,  000  and  200,  000 
hours  of  perfectly  useless  worko"  £ 

Christians  can  overcome  the  tendency  to  drop  back. 
Their  motivation  is  dual,  not  single,    Yes,  like  the  human- 
ist, they  are  motivated  by  the  cry  of  the  man  who  says, 
"Come  and  help,"    But,  unlike  the  humanist,  they  are  also 
motivated  by  the  voice  of  Jesus,  saying,  "Go  and  help." 
The  happy  thing  about  Christian  social  action  is  that  it  is 
theologically  funded  and  thus  has  the  prospect  of  greater 
durability. 

The  word  "eschatoiogy"   is  bandied  about  these  days 
but  seldom  defined.     Listen  to  this  definition  of  eschtoiogy 
by  a  brilliant  Old  Testament  man.  To  C.  Vrlezen:    "Escha- 
toiogy is  the  expression  of  the  belief  that  God  holds  history 
in  the  hollow  of  His  hand,  and  that  He  will  make  the  history 
of  the  world  end  in  complete  communion  between  God  and 
man,  so  that  He  will  come  as  King?;  or,  in  other  words,  so 
that  He  may  be  all  in  alL"  4      It  is  in  this  confidence  that 
we  mount  up  with  wings  as  eagles;  that  we  are  able  to  run 
and  not  weary;  that  we  are  empowered  to  waLk_0  ■ .  and  walk 
.  o  o  and  walk?  and  not  faint ! 

A  church  member  should  never  say  to  a  minister 
who  is  going  off  to  serve  as  counselor  at  a  youth  camp  for 
a  week,  "Have  a  good  time  and  enjoy  yourself,"    For  there 
is  no  such  camp  that  I  have  ever  heard  of  where  anything 
like  six  hours  of  sleep,  not  to  mention  eight,  is  allowed  the 
faculty.    Somehow  the  young  have  a  way  of  rising  at  five  for 
the  morning  dip,  going  at  top  speed  all  day,  and  talking  or 
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pillow  fighting  into  the  wee  hours  of  the  morning,,    During 
one  such  experience  years  ago  we  sought  to  quiet  the  camp- 
ers down  a  bit  at  bedtime  and  inject  a  devotional  note,  by 
having  them  get  ready  for  bed  and  then  come  out  around  a 
grassy  rectangle  for  a  brief  period  of  group  singing.    We 
would  sing  a  popular  song  or  two,  and  then  a  hymn,  and  then 
conclude  with  Malotte's  setting  of  the  Lord's  Prayer .    I  can 
still  remember  across  the  twenty  intervening  years  the  lift 
I  felt  within  my  soul  when  those  young  voices ,  unafraid  of 
the  highest  notes  and  unaccompanied, moved  on  to  the  climac- 
tic measures,    "For  Thine  is  the  kingdom,  and  the  power, 
and  the  glory,  forever0" 

Because  this  is  so;  we  of  all  people  can  live  with  de- 
ferred results  if  need  be0    For  we  know  that  the  end  will 
come,  that  the  end  is  good,  that  it  belongs  to  God0    This  is 
what  Auden  was  suggesting  in  his  "Christmas  Oratorio" 
when  he  wrote, 

Let  us  therefore  be  contrite  but  without  anxiety, 
For  Powers  and  Times  are  not  gods  but  mortal 

gifts  from  God; 
Let  us  acknowledge  our  defeats  but  without 

despair, 
For  ail  societies  and  epochs  are  transient  details, 
Transmitting  an  everlasting  opportunity 
That  the  Kingdom  of  Heaven  may  come,  not  in 

our  present 
And  not  in  our  future,  but  in  the  Fullness  of  Time. 
Let  us  pray,"    5 
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CLOSING  PRAYER 


God,  as  we  strive  to  do  the  right 

in  the  public  sector. 
Give  us  direction,  enthusiasm 

and  good  sense 

Save  us  from  arrogance 

and  hasty  judgment  „ 
Help  us  to  unite  passion 

and  reason. 

And  more  than  all  -  grant  that  in 
what  we  champion  and  how  we 
go  about  it 
We  may  glorify  Thy  name. 

Through  Jesus  Christ  our  Lordc 

Amen< 
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